Ordeal by Fire

block comprised Whiteley's furniture workshop, print-
ing works, and piano-manufacturing department.   A
hundred and forty workmen who were employed here
had left work as usual on Saturday for their Christmas
holiday; the gas-engines which drove the machinery
had been extinguished, and the premises subsequently
patrolled at regular intervals by watchmen and fire-
men. Christmas Day fell on the Monday, so the build-
ings had been empty for over forty-eight hours when
the fire broke out.   Once again it spread with preter-
natural rapidity, and in half an hour had gained a firm
hold on the dried varnished woods and gilded sub-
stances which filled the piano workshops.    At seven
o'clock, while twenty engines were playing upon the
fire, Whiteley himself arrived on the scene, just in
time to see the roof fall in and hear the heavy printing
machinery crash through the upper floor with a noise
like thunder.   As the uncontrolled flames leaped high
in the air the crowds of spectators who stood by watch-
ing were appalled to hear a series of piercing shrieks,
'which they guessed must proceed from some human
victim trapped in the burning building.   But it was
only the denizens of Whiteley's menagerie, a collection
of  monkeys,  marmosets,  cockatoos,  and  parakeets,
housed in the provision warehouse at the foot of the
blazing factory. Hard by, Douglas Place was crowded
with women and children who had evacuated the ad-
jacent houses, and with seventy cart-horses brought out
from Whiteley's stables for safety. It was characteristic
of the sang-froid of their owner that as soon as he saw
them he gave orders that they should be put back again
into their stables.
News of the conflagration spread far and wide, and